CHAPTER XXIII

GERMANY AND ITALY, 1177-1197

EVER since the acquisition of the Italian crown
Otto I, Italy had engaged a considerable share of the
attention of the German kings. After the death of divert the
Otto III, however, and until the accession of Frederick Emperor's
Barbarossa, it had played a subordinate part; the interests
of the German kingdom had been the first consideration. In
the second half of the twelfth century, there was a complete
reversal of imperial policy. Italy became the chief pre-
occupation of the Emperor, and his conduct of German
affairs was guided largely by his trans-Alpine interests. This
had been true of the first twenty-five years of Frederick's
reign, when he had concentrated all his efforts and used all
the resources of Germany with the object of recovering
authority in Lombardy and obtaining mastery over the Pope.
And, in spite of his failure to achieve these ends, it was
equally true of the last years of his reign, and still more so
of the reign of his son Henry VI. But after the Treaty of
Venice in 1177 there were six years at any rate when the
centre of interest shifted to Germany, fateful years which
saw the downfall of Henry the Lion and momentous changes
in the map of Germany.

Henry the Lion was almost sovereign ruler in the north, Breach
and as he pushed German colonisation eastward the range of
his authority extended. He had vision beyond that of his
fellow-countrymen, and the dominion he achieved in the
Baltic prepared the way for the future greatness of the
Hanseatic League. Liibeck owed to him its commercial im-
portance, and for it he obtained special privileges in Scan-
dinavian markets; he made the sea safe by ridding it of
Wendish pirates; and he took advantage of disputes for the
throne of Denmark to obtain a quasi-protectorate over its
king* But he had numerous enemies, and it was the backing